cause of suffering and disability that seriously impairs the quality of life for millions of people throughout the world" (Bonica, 1986) . In industrial countries, 50% of the persons with painful conditions have acute pain and 30% have chronic pain; one half to two thirds are partially or totally disabled for days, months, and even years (Bonica, 1986) . Clearly, pain is a worldwide health problem.
Twelve million individuals suffer chronic pain (Bresler, 1984) , and pain is one of the top five presenting symptoms of hospitalized persons (Anderson, 1985) . The cost of back pain includes the expense of health care, compensation for lost wages, and indirect costs such as personal suffering and production loss. The costs for care and compensation for back disorders range from $3,500 to $5,200 per person, with the 1984 cost estimated at $16 billion a year (Snook, 1987) . While the incidence and financial costs of chronic low back pain are well known, the effects of chronic low back pain on the individual and the family are less well documented.
THE EXPERIENCE OF PAIN
Several authors have described the experience of pain. Frankl (1963) , writing about his experiences in a concentration camp, said "If there is a meaning in life at all, then there is While the incidence and financial costs of chronic low back pain are well known, the effects of chronic low back pain on the individual and the family are less well documented.
a meaning in suffering." The individuals in severe pain who were studied by LeShan (1964), however, described pain as "utter senselessness" and "meaninglessness." These individuals tried to give pain meaning and find a cause for the pam. Hubner (1984) became interested in the problem of pain while working with clients with chronic pain. He was led to ask, "What did these clients live for? What gave their lives meaning?" Hubner described pain as "ultimately the experience of being ripped away from something else, of being separated, of being alone. At no time are we more alone than when we are in the grip of pain." Individuals suffering chronic pain often are stereotyped by health care professionals as not truly experiencing pain, especially if a cause is not found. This may compound the individual's problem, for family members also may stop believing or helping the person.
This study investigated the meaning of chronic low back pain to the individuals who experience it. The information may help improve the quality of care for individuals experiencing chronic low back pain. It is of particular importance to occupational health nurses since they deal with individuals experiencing low back pain in the work setting, whether of an acute or chronic nature.
The issue of chronic low back pain is important to the health care and employment environment. In 26 states the occurrence of back injury in industrial settings accounts for 19% to 25% of workers' compensation claims (Klein, 1984) . Back pain is the second leading cause of industrial absenteeism (Lewinnik, 1983) . The direct and indirect costs are of concern to employers and employees. Individual employees suffer financially as well as emotionally due to the inability to fulfill their roles.
Numerous studies address low back pain. The literature focuses on the personal characteristics of the individual, the incidence of low back pain, and treatment. No recent research studies in the nursing literature address employee concerns about employment and low back pain. Peters (1990) addressed successful return to work after a museu-loskeletal injury. Factors that affected the return to work included: fear of the individual for reinjury, inability to complete the work assigned, and an active interest by employers in the individual returning to work.
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
The phenomenological method "seeks to uncover the meaning of humanly experienced phenomena through the analysis of subjects' descriptions" (Parse, 1985) . The goal of phenomenology is to make clear the meaning or essence of the phenomenon under study, not to indicate a cause-effect relationship (Parse, 1985) .
In the phenomenological method individuals are asked to describe experiences during the interview; the researcher then studies the descriptions and performs data analysis to arrive at a final definition of the lived experience under study. Following the steps in the analysis the researcher uncovers the meaning of the lived experience from the inter-Views.
Setting and Sample
The sample was composed of individuals who were in a pain management center for evaluation or had been admitted to a pain management program. Two centers were used, a large university medical center and a private medical center, both in the southeast. The sample was selected using the technique of theoretical sampling. This technique entails selecting participants to gather new insights and refine data already gathered until the information appears adequate in quality, completeness, and amount.
Data Collection
After approval by institutional review data collection was initiated. The individuals were contacted by the researcher during the evaluation visit to the pain management center or inpatient stay during treatment. The study was explained, confidentiality was assured, and the consent Individuals suffering chronic pain often are stereotyped by health care professionals as not truly experiencing pain, especially if a cause is not found.
form was signed.
A time was set for the interview; and the participants were aware that the interviews would be audiotaped. The interviews consisted of questions posed to elicit discussion of the pain experience. Initially participants were asked what it was like for them to live with their pain. Follow up questions were aimed at clarifying or helping the individual to expand on an idea or statement.
Validity and Reliability
Researchers vary in their positions on the relevance of validity and reliability in qualitative research. The position in this research is that validity and reliability are relevant and can be examined directly. The four criteria involved are: truth value, applicability, consistency, and neutrality.
To establish truth value, applicability, consistency, and neutrality of the interviews, the data were reviewed by another researcher with expertise in the field of phenomenology. The interviews were examined independently by this expert researcher and then discussed with the author. They determined that the process of analysis was clear and that the meaning of pain was adequately determined from the natural units of the interview.
RESULTS
The data were analyzed using Giorgi's method of analysis, in which the researcher "lets the experience unfold as it exists for the subject in an unbiased way" (amery, 1983) .
Data analysis occurred concurrently with data collection to ensure that sampling was adequate and representative.
Fifteen subjects were in the study: nine men and six women ranging in age from 27 to 70. Only one of the 15 was employed; 14 were unemployed, six due to disability; two were retired, and the remaining six were unemployed without disability.
The themes identified were grouped into six distinct areas: altered daily performance, experiencing the pain, altered interactions, varied psychological reactions, related physical symptoms, and enhanced sensory awareness.
Altered Daily Performance
Daily performance was altered in the area of employment and activities of daily living with alterations in role performance, travel, recreational activities, walking, and sleeping. Individuals expressed concern about not being able to work due to their pain, and they described the hopelessness of not being able to maintain their employment. Most indicated a need to work to meet financial obligations, and did not desire to be placed on disability or Social Security.
Yet pain affected these individuals' ability to perform and maintain their employment. When they attempted to return to work they reported being able to work for only a short time because of the pain.
One individual said: The need to meet financial responsibilities was evident. Most individuals expressed a need to be able to care for themselves and pay their own bills. No participants expressed a desire to be on disability or Social Security; they all wanted to pay their own way.
As one reported: Not only did the individuals have to struggle with their pain to return to work, but they also had to contend with employers and others at work. One individual spoke of problems with his employer losing or not having the physician's excuse and trying to make it appear the individual was absent without permission:
...and I have been going through changes with the people on my job. They have been trying to hook me in binds and stuff, like losing my doctor's excuse for being off from work.
Experiencing the Pain
Phenomenon These participants' pain involved a series of events that began with the injury which led to the painful condition. Medical help had been sought, with treatment consisting of medication and surgery, often with no relief-the cycle then started again. The individuals at some point realized the inevitable nature of the pain and knew they had to learn to live with the pain. The realization that the pain would always be present often created feelings of despair.
Experiencing Physical
Symptoms Various physical symptoms were associated with the back pain, including nausea, faintness, and low blood pressure. The individuals were aware that their pain was sometimes obvious to others by the expression in their eyes or the tone of their voice. The intensity of pain was increased by activity such as standing Increased awareness of the impact of pain on individuals may lead to better management of the problem.
or sitting too long.
Varied Psychological Reactions
Individuals responded to their pain by being determined that it would not control their lives. Besides determination, some individuals depended on dreams and faith to manage their pain. They wanted to leave the pain behind either with the help of others or by taking a trip.
Enhanced Sensory Awareness
The presence of pain evoked different sensations in the individuals experiencing it. Some expressed difficulty in describing their pain and often simply said it hurt, or used analogies to describe the pain.
THE MEANING OF PAIN
Chronic low back pain affected every area of these individuals' lives. The pain varied in the intensity of its impact, which was focused on two areas: altered lifestyle and overall quality of life. These individuals said life would never be the same again. They expressed dismay about what they could no longer do because of the chronic pain.
They seemed to think that if they could only perform normally, the pain might be better tolerated. The presence of chronic low back pain meant adapting the whole of life to the changes. Individuals spoke oflife not being worth living, and expressed despair when discussing their life with chronic pain.
Chronic pain dominated the lives of all the individuals in this study. They spent their time dealing with the pain and seeking medical help. The individuals searched almost Bowman continuously for a cause of the pain. Some felt that if they knew the cause, the pain might be more tolerable. Individuals were emphatic that their pain must be due to something. The presence of chronic low back pain left these individuals feeling out of control, with the pain being in control of their lives. They could never participate in activities without wondering if the pain would return or increase in intensity. This lack of control created feelings of helplessness.
Many of the individuals had struggled with chronic low back pain for years. They saw it as a struggle, and several said they were not ready to give up the fight and let the pain win. Yet there was a general sense of despair and helplessness among these individuals.
IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE
The presence of pain affected every aspect of these subjects' lives. Some spoke specifically of how their lives were altered and others simply said their entire lives were ruined. Increased awareness of the impact of pain on individuals may lead to better management of the problem.
When the occupational health nurse is aware of the nature of chronic low back pain, the subjective nature of the response to pain, and some individuals' ability to adapt to the pain without exhibiting external signs to others, then the nurse can better assess an individual's pain. Awareness of the broad impact on the individual, especially in regard to employment, may help the occupational health nurse assist individuals to maintain employment and function within the workplace.
Occupational health nurses also can assist individuals when they attempt to return to work. The assistance can take many forms: educating the I employer on what the employee can be doing; assisting the employer to develop an environment in which the employee can successfully work; or finding a different function for the employee. The occupational health nurse also can 3 This qualitative study using phenomenology describes • the meaning of chronic low back pain to individuals.
4
This study indicates that chronic low back pain dominated • the lives of the individuals. The primary areas of focus were altered lifestyle and overall quality of life.
2
The incidence and financial cost can be documented, but • the effects on an individual's life and family are not as easily recognized. 
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